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According to Article 1 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) a child in anyone under the age of 18. Distinctively as a child they have important rights established internationally by the UNCRC and adopted in Wales; to survive, grow, participate, and reach their full potential. These rights recognise that children have a unique status that requires protection. All agencies working with CYP in Wales must ensure children’s voices are at the heart of all decisions that affect them.
The policy of labelling children as youth offenders, legitimised in the 1990s (Case and Haines, 2020), has come under challenge since the recommendations from the Taylor Review 2016 and the implementation of a ‘Child First’ approach. Some suggest that ‘youth offenders’ should be redefined as ‘children in trouble’ presenting with unmet needs, manifesting as offending behaviour (Drakeford, 2010). However, others might argue that this is merely semantics and that the challenge of how we frame children’s problematic behaviour is symptomatic of much bigger issues blighting childhoods, such as poverty. Essentially policing approaches used with Children and Young People (CYP) should inspire their trust and confidence, whilst addressing problems that underlie their behaviour.  
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This critical evaluation explores the impact of political decisions on the effectiveness of policing and its partners in Wales, as it pertains to positive outcomes for children, focusing on Youth Justice (YJ) and the flagship Welsh Government (WG) Wales Police Schools Programme’s (WPSP) youth engagement strategy, whilst in the context of understanding the impact of extensive WG policymaking in Wales on children’s outcomes. It concludes with suggestions where policy and policing in partnership could go next in meeting children’s needs.

The challenge of policing children 
Brief history of YJ policy in the UK,	
What we would in contemporary society refer to as adultification of children, is clearly evidenced through the history of YJ in the UK. A helpful definition of adultification by Davis and Marsh (2020), describes it as a concept where innocence and vulnerability are not afforded to children (often specifically children from BAME backgrounds. The effect of this adultification always impacts results in children’s rights being either diminished or not upheld. Literature also suggests that adultification bias can feature in other contexts, which leaves all children at risk of this form of discrimination.
For a considerable period, no distinction was made in penalties in law for children, and changes were often slow in coming and fraught with setbacks, often politically instigated. Bateman and Hazel (2014), in their timeline of Youth Justice, describe The Juvenile Offenders Act of 1847 as the initial attempt to formally separate child from adult offenders, followed by The Probation of Offenders Act 1907, a first attempt at replacing punishment for young offenders, alternatively managing them in the community. However, it would be a further 26 years and the introduction of The Children’s and Young People’s Act 1933 before concern for the child’s welfare would appear in the process of their punishment in law.  
In response to the Ingleby Report, The Children and Young Person’s Act 1963 raised the age of criminal responsibility from 8 to 10. Local authorities were required to undertake preventative work with children and their families if they were at risk of offending. The next decade focused on arrangements for detaining children who offend and a reduction in youth custody was not seen until 1985 and the introduction by the Department of Health’s funding of diversionary projects. Cautions became more commonplace, because of a move towards ‘practitioner led orthodoxy’, where offending behaviour was more readily viewed as a ‘normal’ part of growing up that children develop out of and early contact with YJ seen as stigmatising, creating harm and ‘criminogenic’ effects (Haines et al., 2013, citing Rutherford, 2002). 
The Children Act 1989 created a distinct family proceedings court to manage young offenders. A limited time in detention was championed by the UNCRC (1989). However, the murder of Jamie Bulger by two 10-year-olds in 1993 resulted in hardening attitudes to youth offending again, including increases in custodial sentences. The perceived ineffectiveness of YJ and a desire to get tougher on crime led to a new emphasis on adopting multi-agency approaches at a national and local level (Misspent Youth, 1996). 
A shift to the prevention of youth crime was of foremost concern in the Youth Justice White Paper of 1997, requiring all agencies to work in this way (Williams, 1997). Under New Labour, a new system of reprimands, final warnings and referral orders was introduced as intervention tools for ‘nipping crime in the bud’, used with CYP charged with criminal offences (Haines and Case, 2008). By 2008 the government published a Youth Crime Action Plan, pledging £100 million to fund youth crime reduction initiatives and making guidance available to practitioners (HM Government, 2009). However, 15 years on and although first-time entrance to YJS is down, little progress has been made with repeat offenders (Youth Justice and Ministry of Justice, 2021).
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Section 3 of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, states that a child is a person who is aged under 18 years old. Literature indicates the dominant western view of children is Aristotelian, seeing children as immature versions of adults (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2023). Childhood is a socially constructed concept, which may change from time to time based on society’s beliefs and ideas about childhood. Currently in England and Wales we consider children to be responsible in law for their behaviour when they are 10 years of age. This is at odds with the UNCRC’s recommendations that specifies that the age of criminal responsibility should be set at a minimum of 14 years (UNCRC, General Comment No. 24, 2019). Fionda argues that ‘the choice of a minimum age of criminal responsibility must reflect a consensus on the social construction of childhood and any perception that children are maturing any earlier or later than in previous times’ (Fionda, 2005: p.15). There is not space enough here to explore the range of theories of childhood, however, It is expedient to recognise that the current age of criminal responsibility in the UK , is both higher and lower in other countries, demonstrating a range of theories of childhood..
Children are also notably distinct from adults in that their brains are still in the process of maturation; resultingly, they are less emotionally and psychologically mature than adults. You could argue that, comparatively, they are less responsible for the consequences of their actions than adults (UNICEF, 2021). Stirrups (2018), citing the work of Blakemore (2018), notes that striking changes happening in the adolescent brain are evidenced in the way CYP manage social interactions; notably, one key area still developing is empathy. Steinberg (2007) theorises adolescents exhibit more risk-taking behaviours due to the hypersensitivity in their brains that processes reward, whereas the area which inhibits risky behaviour is not yet fully mature. He goes on to say that although adolescents might perceive risk like adults, their assessment of risk is more likely to be altered to align with that of their peers. Arguably, the developing teen brain leads adolescents to increased levels of vulnerability. This translates as CYP being at greater risk of exploitation and abuse and may also cause them to behave differently to what is expected of adults in response to interactions with the police. This is why the national strategy for police engagement with children stipulates that they should be treated as “children first” in all encounters with the police and managed in line with their vulnerabilities as a child (National Council of Chief Constables, 2018).
The literature indicates society often demonises children (Scraton, 2002; Waiton, 2001). According to Waiton, this paints a picture of adult society clashing with children, who are perceived as a threat to social order and safety. This marginalising of children as societal problems, requiring a severe criminal justice response, has more recently come under review. A move towards recognising vulnerability, distinctly from culpability, has given rise to some improvements in the way children and their ‘offending’ behaviours are viewed by some organisations. 
In Wales, the Office of the Children’s Commissioner has prioritised championing a ‘Children’s Rights’ (CR) approach to working with children that has proven to be a leviathan task, given the broad spectrum of organisations working with children. Awareness of CR has certainly gained traction in Wales; however, this critical evaluation suggests that outcomes for children in Wales require greater efforts that are far more collaborative in delivering on child-centred policies that include participation by children in the decisions that impact on their futures. It will take not only political will, but strong leadership, appropriate investment and approaches that better engage families with multi-agency services to implement such policies. 
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 Amongst the positive steps in delivering a CR approach in Wales is the introduction of a law prohibiting physical disciplining of children, known as the Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020. CYP now have the same rights as adults to be protected from assault. Also moving in a positive direction is Wales’s commitment to crime prevention, embedded into the WG’s Youth Justice Blueprint. 
Political influence has steered police to promoting the trauma-informed lens (ACE Hub Wales, 2022), with the intention of   understanding the vulnerability and complex needs of children that can predispose them to commit crimes. Significantly one of these needs is poverty. Despite the ambitions in Wales to end child poverty by 2020 (WG, 2014), the statistics show poverty has not reduced and a third of all children in Wales are still living in its clutches (Mcfarlane,2022). Welsh Assembly Government was marked by ambitious policies at its inauguration, to achieve better outcomes for Welsh CYP, such as improvements in child and adolescent mental health; however, Croke (2022) noted a long history of inadequate focus, funding and prioritisation for children’s mental health in Wales, which has meant in real terms a lack of progress in meeting CYP mental health needs.  A WG report advocated an urgent need to address the emotional well-being needs of CYP through a commitment to building resilience and early intervention (National Assembly for Wales Children, Young People and Education Committee, 2018). One response has been the setting up of Early Help Hubs. Arguably WG has not been short on innovative approaches, such as the Children First Project (WG, 2016), which aimed to create children’s zones in areas demarcated by need. Collaboration attempted to reduce the inequalities children faced compared with children and young people in more socially advantaged places. However, despite these innovative approaches, communities have remained largely unchanged, and crime is still an issue for the children living there. Arguably change is needed to address the issues being experienced in these communities, where inequalities are commonplace and policy does not appear to be delivering results. 
WG, (2023) commissioned Dr Jonathan Evans to direct an informal review of the current YJS in Wales. In focus are the opportunities devolution offers and what should happen next. It is widely recognised that many, if not most, of the services integral to YJ in Wales fall under the auspices of the WG, with as much as 70% of YJ requiring devolved funding. 
In a debate on the Commission for Justice in Wales, Liz Saville-Roberts concurred that to meet the complex challenges of inter-agency work, the “law relating to children and family justice in Wales be brought together in one coherent system, aligned with functions in relation to health, education and welfare” (2020, 4:54), as set out in the Thomas Commission’s report in 2019. 
It has been argued that the Scottish devolved system does not cost more than that in England and Wales and therefore a fiscal barrier to devolving YJ in Wales should not apply. Labour has suggested that if it forms the next UK Government, powers for Probation and YJ might be devolved to Wales (Labour, 2022). However, not everyone in Labour agrees with further devolution (Lloyd, 2023). 
The current UK Government is opposed to devolving Justice. Chris Philip, UK parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Justice, described that the devolution of justice powers would aggravate the raw edge of how devolved and non-devolved powers intersect, citing also that a Welsh Justice System could cost up to £100 million a year (Paun and Shuttleworth, 2020). 
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First Minister Mark Drakeford supports a social policy approach to Youth Justice of children first and offenders second; this is in line with best practice, evidence-based approaches (Case and Browning, 2021).
However, some argue this does not go far enough and propose an entirely different approach to managing children’s behaviour. They favour abolishing the current YJS approach, criticised in some quarters as being ‘iatrogenic, causing harm to children due to a disproportionate emphasis on punishment and by being antagonistic in managing the actual situations the process is trying to address. In many cases the actions taken do not parallel the child’s offence, severity and duration (Case and Haines, 2020, citing Hopkins-Burke, 2016).
The Welsh ‘Bureau’ model has been described as an extremely effective way of responding to childhood behaviour, where the goal is to treat the child holistically and to divert away from the more traditional Youth Justice processes, preventing reoffending (Case and Haines, 2020). Originally established in Swansea in 2007/2008, the approach fits the Child First model by tackling the underlying causes of offending through ‘positive promotion’ and reducing first-time entrance into the YJS, while engaging families effectively. It is restorative in ethos, embracing the victim’s perspective in the process, (Haines et al., 2013), creating a teachable moment for the CYP who has created harm.
The WPSP, a 50% funded partnership between WG, the four police forces and schools, currently perceived as the step before YJS is utilising specially trained School Police Officers (SPOs) to deliver a wide range of crime prevention educational inputs and supportive policing services in schools, to all pupils aged 5 to 16 years old. The programme’s strengths lie in the relationships forged by SPOs with their schools and the CYP they serve. An essential protective factor in CYP’s development is that they have relationships with trusted adults who “nurture resilience on the front lines of lived childhood experience” (Masten and Barnes, 2018, p. 98). The literature shows that policing involving SPOs in the classroom is effective in building trust and confidence and improves attitudes towards the police with immediate impact and longer-term benefit. (Pósch and Jackson, 2021).
Within policing in Wales, however, there is a tension between policing approaches deployed with CYP offending in the community and offending in schools. National directives, which are in line with Home Office Counting Rules and the drive for detection rates, conflict with the School Crime Beat Policy approach, which advocates the decriminalisation of CYP’s offences that happen on school premises. Unless they commit a serious offence, young people are being treated differently by the police, depending on where their offending behaviour happens. This incongruity by policing, in the treatment of CYP, who offend outside of the school environment, requires consideration in line with the aims of a Child First policy, also addressing the needs of procedural justice for CYP 
Conclusion

Impact of Welsh politics on policing children
The political climate in Wales around policing children is moving incrementally towards a more robust Child First approach that prioritises CR and needs. Although policing in Wales has been positively impacted by political decisions that aim to produce positive outcomes for CYP, for example, the shift to policing through a trauma-informed lens and better understanding of vulnerability, the establishing of the WPSP, which has a core aim of decriminalising children and building trust and confidence with them; it would appear, however, based on the continuing poor outcomes for children whose needs are complex in nature  that Wales is not yet doing enough of the right things that make a difference. Additionally a continued focus on the criminalising of children is not working to prevent harm to children or by children through their behaviours. 
A National Welsh Youth Bureau Service
There is a strong argument for the devolving of Youth Justice to Wales, to align police partners more effectively in Wales and arguably move towards a Welsh Bureau-style approach to policing CYP who break laws, which has already been successfully piloted in Wales by South Wales Police. However, this approach alone will not address the many challenges being experienced in our communities where inequality still prevails and poverty in many forms is still stalking childhoods. Resilient communities where children have agency and opportunity to positively engage with others, including the police in their classrooms should be of focus.  There is no avoiding the essential requirement for policing and its partners of building positive relationships with CYP, recognising their need to be social actors in their own stories, understanding that the extent to which children’s agency features in importance may ultimately lead to more inclusive policy practices for CYP in Wales.
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